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The photographer who started when her father stopped 

Photographer Dragana Jurisic picked up a camera after her father's 

entire archive was destroyed. And that's not the only mystery in her 

family history  

Aidan Dunne, Tuesday, July 12, 2016 

Few people can have had as dramatic a beginning in photography as Dragana Jurisic, who was 

born in Slavonski Brod, then in Yugoslavia, now in Croatia. 

Her family home was destroyed during the Croatian war of independence in 1991. Jurisic’s father, a 

keen amateur photographer, lost his entire photographic archive, thousands of prints and  
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negatives. From that moment, he set his camera aside. The only photograph he took was “a 

perfunctory snapshot to record the damage for the insurance company,” Jurisic writes. “Where my 

father stopped, I started.” The camera “helped provide a semblance of control over an otherwise 

unpredictable world”. 

Jurisic studied photography in Wales and is now based in Dublin. She has won a number of 

awards, bursaries and residences for her wide-ranging, almost novelistic approach. Her work is 

conceived as a series of chapters under the general heading My Own Unknown. The chapters 

adopt various strategies in exploring levels and facets of perception and identity – national, 

cultural and gender-related. Enduring preoccupations include loss, and the question of what is 

knowable about individuals. 

One point of departure is L’Inconnue de la Seine, an unknown young woman who drowned in the 

Seine and whose serene death mask inspired many artists and writers, including Anaïs Nin and 

Albert Camus. Jurisic’s 100 Muses chapter uses a plaster cast of the death mask. It becomes the 

recurrent face in Polaroids of nude female subjects, each of whom decided how she would be 

photographed and which image should represent her. 

Another chapter, She Was So Beautiful, Like She Was Her Own Creator, documents Jurisic’s 

attempt to trace the story of her aunt Gordana Cavic, a glamorous figure who left rural Yugoslavia 

in the 1950s and whose subsequent experiences involving false identities and espionage remain 

mysterious. Jurisic presents her careful, fruitful research in a series of illustrated notebooks that 

recall WG Sebald’s approach to memoir, history and reflection. 
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Dragana Jurišić 

My Own Unknown (2014-) 

Essay by Natasha Christia 

In 1954 a farm girl disappeared from a village in rural Yugoslavia. She supposedly popped out for a doctor’s 

appointment but never came back. Rumour has it that she fled to Paris where she led a double life as a spy 

and a prostitute up until her death in the 1980s. Recovered from her few personal belongings, was a colour 

photograph in which she is seen striking a curiously unsettling pose – one that exhibits a hypnotising yet 

ambiguous charm. Heavy-lid and with her lips on the verge of pronouncing an inner score, she looks 

dotingly at the rose in her hand. In front of her a taxidermy of a bear’s head – its gleaming eyes and jagged 

teeth – destabilises the apparent harmony of the composition. 

Almost a century earlier, in Paris of the late 1880s, the body of a young woman was allegedly recovered 

from the River Seine. Memorialised by means of death mask as a bid to identify her – a popular morbid 

fixture in the years to come – her breath-taking beauty was celebrated by artists and writers alike, including 

Man Ray, Rainer Maria Rilke and Albert Camus to name a few. Maurice Blanchot’s account perhaps 

describes the tragic figure best: “A young girl with closed eyes, enlivened by a smile so relaxed and at 

ease… that one could have believed that she drowned in an instant of extreme happiness.” 

These two female characters serve as the protagonists of My Own Unknown, the latest body of work by 

Dublin-based photographer Dragana Jurišić, an on-going series comprising five fascinating chapters due to 
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culminate into a fictionalised biography. Combining text and photography, appropriated imagery also 

intermingles ruthlessly with notebook texts, video and performance, across diverse creative processes and 

narrated through differing voices. Hybrid and complex, My Own Unknown defies classification – its 

overlapping of languages, registers and motifs reflect the eclectic and expansive aesthetic and intellectual 

world of its author, Dragana Jurišić. 

Jurišić is a photographer, writer and video artist who came to international attention in 2014 with YU: The 

Lost Country, an emotive, first person account of her return ‘home’ to former Yugoslavia, which broke up in 

1991, after a decade of living abroad. Presented as an installation and a book, the work draws upon the 

memories and aftermath of war. My Own Unknown, currently on show at Oliver Sears Gallery in Dublin as 

part of Photo Ireland 2016, quickly reveals itself as Jurišić’s most intimate autobiographical confession to 

date. Here the journey is accentuated. Taking the tainted life of her long-lost aunt Gordana Čavić and the 

symbolic connotations of L’Inconnue de la Seine as a point of departure, it sets forth a highly personal tale 

that explores the turbulent perceptions of femininity and its ricochet through art and family history. 

While Čavić and L’Inconnue de la Seine are ostensibly the subject of the first two chapters of My Own 

Unknown, their presence and actions determine much of the rest of the story. They function as two mirrors 

for Jurisic’s own re-enactment of self in a triangle of female identity. Both are imagined rather than 

experienced – in a manner similar to André Breton’s 1928 autobiographical novel Nadja that chronicles his 

brief ten-day affair with an unknown woman. Nadja, the protagonist in this seminal surrealist work, gains 

validity the moment she becomes approved by the author’s colleagues. As soon as Breton fixes her within 

his consciousness, he abandons her. Romance fades and Nadja is ultimately committed to a sanatorium 

where she sadly belongs. 

Jurišić’s female protagonists seem to fall in the same category. Both haunt the fantasies of others – Gordana 

is a sexual muse whereas L’Inconnue is the new Mona Lisa for artists. Like Nadja, they are not entirely real 

but worshipped “souls in limbo”, grounded in absence as opposed to historicity. Unlike Breton’s treatment, 

however, Jurišić’s fable soon reveals with bitter melancholy and resignation that the essence of the story is 

violence, cruelty and oppression. Moreover, it goes further to negate the ideal of female beauty, suggesting 

the possibility of a quieter historical reading of femininity. 

In the project’s subsequent chapters, Gordana and L’Inconnue become the starting point of something more 

subversive, something by and for women. The passive muse is resurrected as an active agent, unleashing a 

visual narrative of a different kind – the romantic fable rolls over to a political impulse. 

Chapter 3: 100 Muses sees 100 women from Dublin, aged between eighteen and eighty-five, respond to an 

open call to be photographed nude. Jurišić invited them to pose as one of the nine Muses of Antiquity, 

holding a replica of L’Inconnue death mask and two props: an old, throne-like chair and a cheap curtain that 

could be used as a drape to cover their naked bodies should the subjects wish to use it. Upon finishing the 

shoot, Jurišić asked them to select the portrait that best represented with the intention to empower her sitters 

and reflect openly on their relationship with their bodies. The final portraits of these Deities of Fertility 

looking back at the camera possess a primitive, earthly beauty. Free from eroticism, their exposed bodies 

create a ritualistic typology that challenges iconographical clichés – physical manifestations and reinventions 

of the romantic ideal of the muse and by-products of the complicity between the author and her sitters. 

In chapter 4, Her Mother and Her Daughters, Jurišić proceeds to digitally overlay the portraits of women 

who identified with the same muse, generating nine collective portraits in total. A stratigraphy of these 

layered portraits results in Mnemosyne, the daughter of Gaia and mother of the Nine Muses. What emerges 

is synthesised phantasmal taxidermy of skin and visages, the image of “The Mother” is the overlap of all. It 

condenses the maturity of different lives and skins, against the weight of immortality and idealisation. 

Don’t be afraid to look into a shadow, the fifth chapter of My Own Unknown, plunges the viewer further into 

its remixing of female identity as a renewed collective meta-fiction. A video puts in motion the stories of all 

these women, with Jurisic placing herself in front of the camera. Here, her identification with her aunt 

Gordana Čavić is crystallised. They share, in her words, the same taste for adventure and braveness. They 

also share the awareness of an innocence lost in the depths of a river. 
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Jurišić used the Super-8 camera her aunt left behind to re-enact a life that was censored. The viewer is asked 

to access these short films through the holes of a series of black boxes. It is hard not to detect parallels 

between this diorama-like assemblage and Marcel Duchamp’s major artwork Étant Données. An unexpected 

and unimaginable landscape, visible only through the peepholes, communicates an intense experience of 

accessing a life shrouded in mystery, but imagined this time by women. In these rolls of film, women 

emerge as the ‘other’ – that which cannot be grasped, comprehended or penetrated, but only felt and sensed, 

the same way as war, displacement and tragedy. If male identity by normative modes operates as a solid 

narrative object (an object that “is what it is”, according to Jean-Paul Sartre’s definition), My Own Unknown 

resets femininity as a restless imaginative space for to open up thinking on micro-histories of women that 

were either mythologised or buried in the tomb of history. 

My Own Unknown is existential attempt at self-knowledge, where female muses emerge and vanish like 

shadows against a veiled backdrop. Pulled ashore from a river of mystery, they partially regain life. When 

not covered by a mask, their gazes are firmly addressed towards the camera. And yet, despite their urge to 

overcome vulnerability, they slip once more into a tranquil death in the area of meaning. There is much 

sadness and latent resignation infusing these bodies. There is an awareness of futility amidst our turbulent, 

disappearing times. There is the acknowledgment that recession into absence is the final redemption. Bodies 

are deemed to vanish, to fade. ♦ 

All images courtesy of the artist. © Dragana Jurišić 

— 

Natasha Christia is an independent writer, curator and educator based in Barcelona. She was recently the 

Guest Editor at the Read or Die publishing fair in Barcelona during November 2015 and Curator of 

DocField Documentary Photography Festival, taking place during May and July 2016, entitled, Europe: 

Lost in Translation. 
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We can never go home: an elegy for a lost Yugoslavia  

Sean O’Hagan, Thursday 10 September 2015 

Haunted by the war that tore apart her childhood, photographer and self-described ‘exile’ 

Dragana Jurisic has travelled through the Balkans to see what remains of her vanished 

country 

I had come to Yugoslavia,” wrote Rebecca West in 1937, “to see what history meant in flesh and blood”. Her vivid 

chronicle of her time there, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon – part travel journal, part meditation on the region’s people, 

politics and folklore – is the touchstone for Dragana Jurisic’s new photobook, Yu: the Lost Country, an elegy for the 

vanished Yugoslavia of her youth. 

Yu: the Lost Country is an ode to that disappeared realm. “I call myself an ‘exile’ and not an expatriate,” she says, 

“because I can’t – even if I wanted to – return ‘home’.” This is exacerbated by both her parentage (she has a Croatian 

father and a Serbian mother) and the lingering shadow of the bloody war that led to the breaking apart of her 

country. “Now, more than 20 years after the war(s) started, I feel at a safe distance to recall and question my own 

memories.” 

http://www.natashachristia.com/
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Throughout Yu, Jurisic’s images and musings on belonging and exile are interspersed with West’s writings on the 

same. As Jurisic travels though Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Macedonia with her 

camera and notebook, her sense of loss becomes a defiant not-belonging: the exile’s lot. 

Her photographs are metaphors for what has perished: a Soviet-style block with the word JUGOSLAVIJA mounted 

above its entrance; a young couple in traditional dress in Zagreb; framed family portraits arranged on a wall in her 

aunt Milanka’s flat in Zemun, Serbia. Jurisic looks for the “grand” railway station in Ilidza, Bosnia, but no one seems 

to know where it is. Sometimes, her curiosity gives way to creeping disgust: “Looking at the shops by the side of the 

road: curtains, garden gnomes, plaster swans and tombstones. This country is fucked.”  

She shows two men standing by a roadside, one of whom has picked up a flower and is staring at it intently. He is 

waiting for an ambulance to pick up the body of a boy killed by a car. “Three hours later, we are still waiting,” she 

writes. “Family howling in a house by the road. And the father … if pain had a sound. I did not know at first if they 

were people or wolves. The older onlookers wince. They know that sound. It comes with the turf, it seems.” It is a 

haunted, as well as haunting book; the fallout of the past buried, rather than faced. 

Over the page, three young girls, one blindfolded, play a traditional children’s game on a deserted street. The text 

opposite reads, “Blood flows and life goes on.” These are West’s words, prescient and stoical, written when 

Yugoslavia was on the brink of an earlier seismic upheaval. West’s deep connection with Yugoslavia reinforces 

Jurisic’s sense of dislocation. The book becomes a record of a failed pilgrimage. “It was a funeral procession,” she 

says. “I was following a ghost on her travels through a country that had disappeared.” 

Yu: The Lost Country is a deceptively simple book, loaded with dark memories and hauntings. Only at the end, in an 

essay, do we hear Jurisic’s own account of the war that fractured her Yugoslavia. She writes: “The story of me as a 

photographer starts on the day when my family apartment got burned down together with the thousands of prints 

and negatives my father, an ardent amateur photographer, had accumulated. On that day, I became one of those 

‘refugees’ with no photographs, with no past … That day I learned the power photography has over memory. The day 

after the fire was the last time my father took a photograph, a perfunctory snapshot to record the damage for the 

insurance company. When he stopped, I started.” 
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